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In the course of the globalization (or unification) of the world economy and in the rapid development of internet 
information technologies, cultural openness and exchanges are inevitable. Worldwide exchanges and dialogues 
among different cultures will be an important aspect of defending world peace and accelerating world development. 
Cultural exchanges presuppose the peaceful coexistence of plural cultures, and if cultures worldwide all develop 
toward one single end, it would be neither possible nor necessary to require exchanges. Undeniably, with the 
influence of economic globalization, the trend of globalization also takes place in the area of culture. This issue is a 
serious one, because cultures have close connections with a nation’s history, spirits and traditions. A decline of 
cultural subjectivity implies a discontinuity of national history and a loss of national spirit and tradition. We have 
seen that the strong cultures of some great powers have not only deeply influenced and rapidly changed the cultural 
identity of developing countries, but have also penetrated the cultural identity of some developed countries of rich 
cultural traditions. Therefore, how to maintain coexistence of plural cultures and how to preserve and develop the 
cultural subjectivity of one’s own have become a growing concern of many countries. 
After the World War II, most colonies and semi-colonies gradually gained political and economic independence. 
Since the 1970s, with economic booms, people in some Asian countries began to reflect on their own traditional 
cultures, and discuss their modern values and world significance. Since the 1980s, the heated debates over 
“Confucian Capitalism,” the modern significance of Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and Islamic tradition, all 
reflect the awakening of the subjective awareness of national cultures. However, doubts and uncertainties have 
surfaced since the Asian economic crisis at the end of the last century. The once self-consciousness of, and desires 
for the Eastern cultural subjectivity in the 21st century seem now, to a certain extent, have faded. 
As for China, though there are many “persons of virtues and ideals” striving and working hard to defend and 
strengthen the foundation of Chinese culture, generally speaking, it seems that this foundation is becoming less and 
less substantial. Due to the absence of traditional culture in primary education and the Western culture’s pervasive 
presence in mass media, the understanding about traditional culture has become weakened from generation to 
generation. How can we demand someone to identify with his/her cultural tradition if he/she has but a little 
knowledge about said tradition, and even this poor knowledge is tainted with a great deal of misconceptions? And 
how is it possible to love one’s country without recognizing the traditional culture as its essential core?  
If cultural exchange is based on equality, it would be relatively easier to preserve one’s own cultural subjectivity, 
to learn rationally from other cultures, and to magnify and develop all cultures. Otherwise it would be critical for the 
weaker side to maintain the subjectivity of its own culture. Indeed, it is possible to absorb elements of other cultures 
to nourish and enrich one’s own culture rationally and appropriately, to strengthen it gradually, so long as 
individuals uphold subjectivity of their own culture. On the other hand, when the consciousness of cultural 
subjectivity is abandoned, this culture would inevitably be taken over by other cultures. 
In the course of the last century, the insistence on cultural subjective consciousness was often condemned as the 
“reactionism” or the “conservatism.” There is no doubt that the criticism is partial correct. But to the best knowledge 
of this author, the view of cultural subjective consciousness was actually proposed by those who understand well 
both the Chinese traditional culture and the Western culture, with in depth comparisons and considerations on the 
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basis of contemporary situations. On certain aspects, their view perhaps was much more insightful than that of those 
disparaging their own cultural traditions while blindly approving the westernalization. 
Fourteen years ago, I wrote a short essay on the theme of “learning from the West and developing the national 
culture” to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Opium War. In the essay I analyzed the pertinent debates 
within the modern intellectual and political circles, and quoted from some famous thinkers and politicians to 
emphasize the necessity of preserving our own cultural subjectivity while learning from the West. If, at that time, I 
grasped the idea only by inferring from historical experience, I now would like to re-state the concept after 
experiencing the current reality. The essay was published in two minor journals, and many people might not have 
read it. But I think about this essay, wisdoms from our predecessors are still enlightening today. Moreover, the basic 
opinions have not been changed over the years. I would like to cite the following excerpt of the essay (with minor 
modification of words), to illustrate the essential ideas mentioned above. 
In the process of seeking the way and direction of the Chinese revolution, an important and embedded question 
was how to properly understand and deal with the relationship between learning from the West and developing the 
national culture. It was nothing wrong to learn from the affluent and powerful West because of the deficiency and 
underdevelopment of modern China. But there is no question that in the course of learning from the West, there has 
been a widespread trend of completely abandoning traditional culture, and blindly worshiping and indiscriminately 
duplicating Western culture. This tendency has a long-term impact upon the society, sometimes to a serious and 
aggravating extent. For example, indiscriminating duplication of the dogmatic Marxists’ policy has brought a 
terrible disaster to the Chinese Revolution, as a well-known historical fact.  
The public slogan “wholesale westernization” was proposed in the 1930s amid the widespread debate within the 
cultural and academic circles, but the same trend has become popular in the society at the turn of the century. In 
modern China, resisting wholesale learning from the West of the Bourbonism and the Cultural Reactionism has 
become obsolete. Without a reason or a theory, people in the 30s had already recognized that “it is a needless waste 
of time arguing with them” (Wu Jingchao, Problem in Construction and Eastern and Western Cultures). Yet the 
dogma of “wholesale westernization” has a different luck of becoming popular as of today. Between the two 
extremes stands a third position, that is, taking the national culture as the base in absorbing actively essences of 
Western culture that are applicable to domestic situation. Many Westernizers criticize this stand as “eclecticism” or 
“conservatism,” and because some advocates of this stand were labeled as “royalists” or “reactionists,” careful 
studies and fair evaluations on the position have been absent for a long time. 
In this short essay, I want to introduce the opinions of a few scholars from the beginning of last century to the 
1940s, who argued against “wholesale westernization,” and maintained that we should be grounded on the national 
cultural foundation, and actively absorb essences of Western culture that are applicable to our domestic situation. 
Their opinions, I hope, might be useful references for the current debate on cultural issues.  
Kang Youwei was one of the earliest representatives in modern China, and the earliest to seek knowledge in the 
West. Although he later became an imperialist in politics and advocated to found a Confucian Religion, he was 
never against learning from the West. Some of his views on the relationship between learning from the West and 
developing national culture deserve to be taken seriously.  
For example, in a letter written in 1888 (10 years before the 100 Days’ Reform), he criticized two types of people: 
“those who advocate foreign learning worship it as the heaven, and those who disdain foreign learning condemn it 
as barbarism.” He pointed out the problem common to both was that “neither has probed into the reasons and 
causes” (“To Hong Liangpin, On the Difference between Chinese and Western Learning”). A decade later, in the 
year of the 100 Days’ Reform (1898), in a memorandum to the throne (written for another official), he pointed out 
that “the cause of the decline of Chinese talents is the lack of communication between Chinese and Western 
learning.” He held that Chinese and Western learning were “interdependent, and both are indispensable,” hence he 
maintained that people should “erase the limit between the Chinese and the Western, eradicate the opposition 
between the New and the Old, in order to develop both the Substance and the Utility of human learning, and bring 
up many gifted talents.” (“Petition to Include Economics into the Imperial Examinations and Extend the 
Examination of Policies as an Imperial Examination to Each Province Immediately \[written for Song Bolu\]”) 
At the beginning of the 20th century, with the development of the anti-feudalism movement and the bourgeois 
revolution, there was also a prevailing fashion in society of so-called “Europeanization.” Kang was completely 
opposed to it. After the failure of the 100 Days’ Reform, Kang traveled to the Europe, the United States, Japan, 
India and some Southeast Asian countries, which enriched his knowledge of the capitalistic societies and colonial 
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countries. Based on his personal observation, he held that Western institutions and culture were far from perfection 
with many problems; as such it was misguided to “duplicate indiscriminately after the West” while “abandoning 
Chinese civilization of thousands of years emphasizing morality and education.” In 1913, he wrote “The Crisis of 
China Resulting from Wholly Duplicating of the West and Abandoning Chinese Essence,” which harshly criticized 
the trend of indiscriminately duplicating the West in spite of the realities of the contemporary Chinese society. Kang 
pointed out in this article that some people in our society “behave wildly,” they “imitate Western politics, customs, 
laws etc. as precisely as possible, like a shadow following a body, or a disciple following his master; however as for 
Chinese political and educational systems, customs, laws and institutions with a history of thousands of years, they 
simply abandon them and sweep them away, mow them off and eradicate them, regardless right or wrong, gain or 
loss, for fear that they might root again in the new state.” He affirmed that it was beyond reproach to remove some 
old Chinese things, and to introduce new Western things. The problem, however, lied in the fact that some people 
“indiscriminately learn and imitate Western politics and customs while indiscriminately sweep away and abandon 
Chinese politics, customs, institutions and laws.” (“The Crisis of China Resulting Wholly Duplicating of the West 
and Abandoning Chinese Essence”) He emphasized that blind imitation was impossible because every country had 
its own conditions, “learning from the West improperly would lead to disasters.” Even the mutual studies among 
Western countries, according to Kang, “are adapted according to each other’s advantages and disadvantages,” and 
“only those applicable to their own country’s situation will be adopted for the sake of the supreme Good”(“On 
Saving China”). He made it clear that certain aspects of Western countries could not be duplicated, and the only way 
to achieve success and become prosperous and powerful was to “learn only the good without disadvantages” from 
the West (“Speech in Ningyuan’s academic circle”). On the other hand, if “we learn from the West completely while 
abandoning Chinese essence,” we would be “the slave of the West” forever (“The Crisis of China Resulting from 
Wholly Duplicating of the West and Abandoning Chinese Essence”).  
Kang also analyzed causes of this trend. He held that an important reason was that “the student of new learning 
cannot be familiar with both Chinese and Western politics and customs, and cannot investigate the origin of 
government and education.” They could only see the surface; they “worship the West because it is powerful now, 
and condemn China because it is weak. They worship the West so much that they also imitate as far as possible the 
improper customs and harmful politics of Western countries, which are abandoned by Westerners themselves; and 
they condemn China as much as eradicating even those vital values and rules which have been honored for 
thousands of years, crushing against their survival” (“A Proposal of Accepting Confucian Religion as Imperial 
Religion to Match the Heaven”). It should be pointed out that said remarks were made in his article for the purpose 
of emphasizing the necessity of founding and developing Confucian Religion. Nevertheless, his characterization of 
those self-condescending people who advocated wholly duplication of the West, and his analysis of one of the 
causes, are still quite profound. It is not an overstatement that some advocates of “wholesale westernization” 
nowadays even go further than their predecessors.  
Liang Qichao, Kang’s disciple, visited the Europe after the First World War, and wrote a book titled Shadows in 
my Heart from European Travel, criticized by many Westernizers of that time. But I think Liang’s suggestion of 
understanding Chinese and Western cultures, based on his personal observation and experience, is still valuable. In 
that book, Liang said: “Those conservative elders who hold that Western learning is in fact from ancient China are 
indeed very ridiculous, but aren’t those worshipers of the West even more ridiculous maintaining that everything 
from China is worthless, as if we Chinese have led a barbaric life for thousands of years, and have nothing 
valuable?” He hoped that the youth would “first, sincerely respect and cherish our national culture; second, study it 
with an aid of Western scientific method in searching its truth; third, integrate our own culture with supplement 
from other cultures, and merge them into a new cultural system; fourth, extend this system abroad, to benefit the 
whole mankind.” Liang had many idealistic thoughts and dreams, and one point was clear: learning from the West 
must be based upon national culture, which he stated more clearly later at the conclusion of The General Tendency 
of the Changes of Chinese Academic Thought: “If the real spirit of foreign learning is to be popularized over China, 
the transporters must first be familiar with Chinese learning, which is evident in the case of Mr. Yan (Yan Fu), who 
was markedly different from other former students studying abroad.” I think Liang’s remark is to some extent 
reasonable. 
Zhang Taiyan, the celebrated master of Chinese learning, held virtually the same view. In 1910, he wrote a series 
of essays, one of them was titled “The Root of Education Is in One’s Own Heart for His Own Country.” This essay 
argued that “If a country has no schools of learning, and a person has no idea about the methods of education in this 
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country, this person could only follow others; if a country always has its own schools of learning and a person 
possess his own idea, their methods of education is naturally distinctive.” No doubt he regarded China as a country 
with its own schools of learning and ideas, but he said that there were two kinds of prejudices among modern 
scholars. One was “only to admire foreign learning and disregard native learning no matter how sophisticated or 
beautiful the latter is”; another was “study only one of the domestic schools while viewing others as worthless, even 
demeaning them.” These two kinds of people could not but follow the foreigners. Therefore he pointed out: “The 
men of academy and education should not be like merchants that his goods would be extremely expensive with 
crowded customers, and the prices would drop dramatically when there was insufficient customers. Scholars in their 
own country, studying their own learning and educate their own people should treat these objects as necessities of 
life, such as water, fire, firewood and rice, which are to be used regardless the fluctuating prices.” Furthermore, he 
pointed out that “As for foreign doctrines lacking in our country, we should incorporated them into our education as 
helpful supplements, and absolutely shouldn’t accept Scientia Antiqua’s opinion, which holds that all good foreign 
doctrines have already existed in our country since ancient times. Remember, we should not abandon our own 
advantages, nor should we shrug off others.” 
I’d like to next introduce thoughts of Yang Changji, a well-known educator in modern China. In 1914, Yang 
published an essay titled “On Encouraging Learning,” which clarified his views on learning from the West and 
developing our national culture. Yang wrote: “A nation has its own national spirit, just like a person has his/her own 
character; and the culture of a nation cannot be completely transplanted into another one.” “An excellent doctor 
must observe and know the physical conditions of his patients; and an excellent ruler must examine and realize the 
distinct situation of his country. We students abroad cannot but study carefully the condition of our country so as to 
return and use what we have learned abroad to serve the motherland. We must know clearly what should be 
inherited, what should be changed, what should be adopted and what should be abandoned; then we can adapt to the 
situation of our country and response to the main trend of the world.” Yang also had the same ideas and dreams as 
Liang Qichao: “Because we can now study the old learning of our country with the insight of a new age, the future 
discoveries would be beyond the dreams of our ancestors.” Hence “I have an expectation that after the beneficial 
import of Western learning to our country, we will also likewise export our culture to benefit the world. We should 
learn from the whole world on the one hand, but also inherit and develop the knowledge of our ancestors.” Yang 
was a scholar who had studied first in Japan, then in the West, and had a deep understanding of both Eastern and 
Western cultures. These thoughts were grown from  his deep consideration and detailed comparison, and to this day 
still have practical significance on education.  
In the discussion of cultural problems in the mid 30s, there were ten professors who jointly signed a Manifesto of 
Cultural Construction according to Chinese Standards. The background of the ten professors was quite intricate, 
with different political attitudes and motives in signing the Manifesto. The basic views of the Manifesto should not 
be ignored, notwithstanding some of its advocates. For example, it argued “it is useless to praise verbally the 
institutions and thoughts of ancient China, at the same time condemning them the same. What is necessary is to 
examine all our past and preserve what should be preserved, abandon what should be abandoned. The praise-worthy 
great institutions and thoughts ought to be developed to benefit the whole world, while the condemnable bad 
institutions and basic thoughts should be eradicated without regret.” “It is necessary and correct to absorb Western 
culture, but only those appropriate things, instead of in wholesale with inclusion of nonsense. And the standard for 
incorporation is the needs of modern China.” The Manifesto also said: “In short, China ought to have both self-
knowledge and a world perspective, both the generosity to open its gate and the promise against blind imitation.” 
These valuable thoughts are still insightful today when we deal with the relationship between learning from the 
West and inheriting and developing national culture.  
On this question, the Chinese Communist Party suffered a great setback, from which it has learned a profound 
lesson, as Chairman Mao Zedong summarized in On New Democracy, in 1940, that: “China’s present new politics 
and new economy have developed based on her old politics and old economy, and her present new culture, too, has 
developed based on her old culture; therefore, we must respect our own history instead of severing its development.” 
Mao continued: “to nourish her own culture, China needs to incorporate a good deal of foreign advanced culture, not 
enough of which was done in the past. We should incorporate whatever is useful to us today from not only the 
present-day socialist and new-democratic cultures but also from the earlier cultures of other nations; for example, 
the cultures of the various capitalist countries in the Age of Enlightenment.” But he also emphasized, “we should not 
ingest indiscriminately any of this foreign material down. It is wrong to advocate a wholesale westernization.” He 
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continued: “China has suffered a great deal from the mechanical absorption of foreign materials. Likewise, in 
applying Marxism to China, Chinese communists must fully and properly integrate the universal truth of Marxism 
into the existing practice of the Chinese revolution. In other words, if it is to be useful, the universal truth of 
Marxism must be combined with specific national characteristics and acquire a definite national form, and in no 
circumstances can it be applied subjectively as a mere formula.” Mao’s aforementioned realization was summarized 
based on bloody revolutionary practice and lessons, and has a profound historical and practical significance.  
As Mao drew the above scientific conclusions, it should have been very clear in both theory and practice about 
the relationship between learning from the West and developing the national culture. But in fact it is not. Up to date, 
many people are still confused about this, and among all reasons, the lack of a comprehensive knowledge of the 
history is an important one. With this short essay, my hope is to summarize some valuable historical views, to 
reduce prejudices when dealing with this relationship in our future learning and practice. 
In conclusion, I want to quote a few words from Gong Zizhen, who said: “To destroy a nation, it is necessary to 
first eradicate its history; to destroy a people’s morality, it is necessary to first eradicate its history; to abolish a 
nation’s education and perish the talents, it is necessary to first eradicate its history; to humiliate a people’s ancestry, 
it is necessary to first eradicate its history.” (Continuation of the Works of Ding An, Book II, “The Investigation of 
Ancient History II”) 
How vital the importance history has become! May we emphasize and reinforce the education of history and the 
traditional culture to the youth and children, hence to the whole nation as well. This is our obligation as liberal 
intellectuals. 
 
(Trans. by Li Jun & Yang Zhiyi) 
 
